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The soft hum of the engine occupied his ears whilst his eyes stayed deadlocked on the road. The occasional insomnia made his eyebags look worse for wear, but he could only thank it for now as he was awake in the cold night.

 

Occasional highway lights dashed at his periphery. The stripes and lines followed suit. And at that moment, he even took a glimpse. A glance. To the young girl asleep at the back.

 

The driver made a soft huff. As a realization crept up from the bottom of his conscience. As his parents rode the current of the river a few paces away from the bridge he and his sister disposed of their remains.

 

They only have each other, for good.

 

Before that, chances of normalcy were pretty abundant for them growing up. Friends to make. Lovers to bond with. Therapy to seek. But as age comes up with them, the chances start dwindling. Connections severing. 

 

Not even a semblance of a last chance in the form of an offer can pull them out of their path.

 

Is it as if it was fated? It was chosen? Both? Andrew sighed. He rather not dwell into the what ifs.

 

All he cares about right now is Ashley is here with him.

 

Another glance at her tired figure. Her clairvoyance trinket just beside her. Andrew could have every right to do whatever right now. Leave her to die. Maybe even grasp her throat. Or worse.

 

But a surprising thing is… he doesn't. 

 

Growing up together was a pain. She obviously orbited around him as he lived through his days. Whilst he had an attempt to have a normal upbringing to himself, there’s always an echo of him circling back towards Ashley.

 

Asking Julia to tie up her hair into a ponytail… Not willing to separate himself from Ashley as Julia suggested…

 

He is really stuck with Ashley…

 

For now, maybe…

 

Whether he liked it or not is out of the question. To him, She’s an annoying moldy sore spot that he grew fond of for years that lead up to today.

 

She is just that. Irritating.


She is infuriating.

 

And… admittedly, she isn’t all that bad…

 

She’s… the only company he has. By force or by fate?


Ding

 

The dashboard rang softly. A light. Eyes darted to the gas gauge, and a curse made softly by his lips.

 

Gas. Considering it was a long trip from town to his parent's place, maybe he could've taken note of how much gas it took.

 

Ah, dwelling on mistakes made days ago doesn't matter.

 

What matters now is refueling the car.

Maybe even get some food while he's at it.

 


It's one sigh of relief to see a Gas station just not too far.

It's another groan to see that it's holding together with duct tape. The signage dangles from its high postage.

 

The incoherent noise from the television mounted at the ceiling of the canopy occupies Andrew's ears. No longer would he have to endure his inner monologue or echoes of memories in places like this.

 

At his grasp? A gas pump. He didn't pay mind to what's coming out of it. All he knows is that it's the right fuel filling the tank up just enough.

 

He did read the dashboard correctly, right?

 

A release of the handle ceased the gas, and as Andrew looked at the amount he poured in, he also looked at the price.

 

It was not pretty.

 

For sure, he wouldn't be driving away without paying the tab. Police would be hot on a trail if he did.

 

A defeated sigh left his lips. He took a good look at his sleeping sister; her head leaning against the door. Even with the fluorescent lights, she is still fast asleep. Good. As long as she is safe, he thought. Fingers lightly pressing at the glass.

 

He thought of tucking a tuft of hair on her eye to her ear, but he pushed the thought aside like the others. 

 

Andrew could only chuckle. She’s always been asleep whenever the road trip had to take an eventual pit stop at a gas station. He’d pester mom about a snack or two. Dad might need to go to the bathroom. Little Ashley? She’d be fast asleep, cuddling her favorite plushie at the time.

 

An exhale. He would’ve been in a normal life if it weren’t for this.

 

The cold stainless steel of the cleaver was sheathed at his waist. Keys? In his pocket. Doors locked. The wad amount of money? More than enough for gas, food, and water for their trip back to town. That’s all he has to do.


Go in, pay up, get out.


After all, they’re just here for gas. Nothing more.

 

 

While the outside was roughly holding together, the indoors is quite well built. It does show its age with some of the floor tiles being chipped out and a few ceiling panels shoddily out of place, but otherwise, it’s the only place Andrew would call… decent.

 

Enough of that. Andrew just has to buy some snacks, pay for it, and get out…

Just that.

It’s quite thoughtful that even a gas station like this has baskets on hand. Odd, but at least he wouldn’t have to handle everything by the arm.

 

Chips… Maybe a pack of cookies for sugar… Water bottles. The large 2 liter kinds. Just to maintain hydration… Crackers? Bland, but could be fulfilling… And…

 

“Coffee, Andrew?”

 

Oh… Her.

  

“I mean… if you’re ok drinking it black, sure. We share the cup.”

 

 

One of the few moments Andrew gets space away from Ashley… Those nightly drives with Julia before the quarantine. It was an idea of hers ever since Andrew got his license, and he’d got to drive her around the mountainous highway, visiting some parks and calming spots upon the forest.

 

It took some convincing with his parents. After all, he cares for Julia’s safety. Why not then agree to go back home before curfew?

 

“I mean, we could. Don’t drink that much coffee?”

 

“I do, but I'd rather only have enough for the drive home... “

 

Andrew wouldn’t want to tell her he’s been getting less sleep than usual.

 

Wait, Julia… Before we go, I want to get something…

 

Ashley’s favorite. Little gummy bears in a small pack.

 

“Hm. Gummies?” Julia had her head on the side, looking at what Andrew got from the candy shelf.


“Yeah. For Ashley.”

 

“Weird, and you never gave me any.” A tiny pout. It does pull Andrew’s heart strings a bit.

 

He eyed her lips. “You never asked.”

 

“Well… You could get me anything. Just surprise me.”

 

Andrew could’ve swore he felt her hands softly pinching his sleeves. Rather, he remembered that Julia had a habit of holding on to him.

 

Andrew smiled, “Alright, Julia… But you gotta share it with me. Just a bit.”

 

His hand grabbed onto the pack of gummy bears. Reluctantly, he put it into the basket.

 

A memory of his ex-girlfriend faded into the distance. Andrew winced and blinked his eyes, as he would rather have memories later than now. Nighttime was coming to a close soon, and he had to at least have a cup of coffee on the road.

 

Not the finest brew, gas station coffee, but he had to make do.

 


“Going somewhere, sir?”

 

The registrar, aged away from his youth, pressed numbers to add up Andrew's purchase.

 

Small talk. He had to choose his words carefully.

 

“Back to town. Just had a… good time visiting some friends. “

 

The cashier nodded as he grabbed the coffee cup lid from the bottom of the counter. “Well just drive safe. Slow, if you have to. Might not want to have you tire out on the road.”

 

The old man, whilst his vision is only functional with his glasses, is very observant.

 

“Not planning to, anyway.” He chuckled, trying to give a positive facade through sarcasm. Fingers grabbed the plastic bag filled with everything he bought but the coffee cup, as his other free hand placed just enough money to pay off both the gas and the snacks.

 

As he grabbed the lidded coffee cup and said his thanks, he noticed a landline phone with a sign with printed words “Payphone”

 

“Ah… rascals outside messed up the payphones outside… So I made one here.”

 

Yeah, Andrew must admit. He is pretty observant.

 

“Need to call someone? That’ll be a quarter for a call.”

 

Andrew looked at the phone. The idea of calling Julia just for one more time. Tell her he’s alright. Maybe then, he has a shot of being normal. Just him and Julia. The news of the fire might have made her worried sick. Or worse.

 

The path he took, however…

 

He winced. If she knew about him being alive, then it'd be a matter of time when she might be interrogated, or she might snitch on them.

 

Yet, even as her ex, Andrew would want to at least ease her ache with a simple message. Forget taking a chance to have a normal life. Perhaps, say one final goodbye?

 

Andrew stood there. Realized what can be thrown to Julia once she knows about his whereabouts in the middle of this chaos. Police. Agencies.

 

And if not them… If Ashley knew-

 

Ah… right… her.

 

… I’m sorry, Julia .

 

“Nah, just thought of something else.” He said to the old man. “Thanks again,” and Andrew walked away to the exit.

 

 

Ashley didn't know how long she slept at the back of the car, but with the sun beaming through the treeline of this mountainous road? She’d assume she slept enough.

 

The familiar aroma of black coffee that Andrew enjoys hit her senses. Just by a stretch, she saw it was only for him. Figures. It'd be less appealing to Ashley if she had lukewarm coffee.

 

The plastic bag full of snacks caught her attention. With hunger panging at her senses, she finally sat up, bringing Andrew's attention to the awakened sister.

 

“Morning…” He greeted her, whilst taking a bite of a cracker he got from the box. All she could muster was a lazy “hey”.

 

The car was parked by a rest stop whilst their surroundings were perched with trees. The small gaps only let in small beams of sunlight, but other than that, all she could see around them were denser treelines and vegetation.

 

Not that she'd plan on running to the woods with Andrew, possibly to live like woodland creatures.

 

Whatever the case, though… As long as her beloved Andrew was with her, she's fine with that.

 

“Check the bag for whatever you want.” Said Andrew, as he put down the box to the small nudged pocket by the handbrake.

 

A chuckle, “You.”

 

“.... wha?”

 

“I said I want you, silly.”

 

“Knock it off.”

 

“What? Just… teasing.” She sighed as her hands looked around for whatever fancies her cravings.

 

A box of cookies? Why not? Too bad there's no milk, but no biggie, she supposed.

 

A supposed observation to Andrew's eyes brought to her attention that he definitely is not in the mood for whatever shenanigans she could muster. The overnight drive must have kicked his energy to the shin, and his drooping eyelids are already a warning sign.

 

“Hey, Andy-... Andrew.” A bite in her tongue. Best not try to bring that other name. 

 

She let her hand hold his arm. “You can rest a bit… You drove too much, and I can keep watch…”

 

A squinted gaze to the sunrise later, Andrew sighed and asked Ashley to move aside.

 

The back of the car seat reclined, and Andrew gave one good exhale as his eyes met the car ceiling.

 

Of course, Ashley had to be there at the corner of his eye. She's always been around.

 

Even at times you wish she wasn't. 

This was not one of those times.

 

“... you don't have to look at me, y’know?” Her brother scoffed, commenting that whilst she darts her eyes to their surroundings, she mostly fixates on Andrew.

 

“And you don't have to keep your eyes open.” Fingers twirled by his strands of hair.

 

“Well… If you could, look anywhere but me.” His eyelids started to close.

 

Ashley agreed with a giggle, “I guess I can do that…”

 

He partly knew that was a fucking lie.

 

“I mean it.”

 

“You could just let me outside.”

 

“No… i… just need you to stay put.”

 

“Until… say… 20 minutes? Until you fall asleep? Gimmie something specific, Andrew.”

 

“Just… shh… I…”

 

And with that, the brother dozed off.

 

Which is something Ashley adored, but at the moment, she only pondered about something important for her sake.

 

 

He was certainly wanting to leave her, right? Leaving his darling sister alone in this useless world…?

 

Although, to think that, with several nights that she slept at places where Andrew could start running…

 

He stayed.

 

The nights when they hid in that motel.

The drive to their parents, when she had that visit to the dream demon place.

After brutally cutting up their parents.

 

He stayed.

 

The chances that Andrew had to cut her off were screaming at him. Despite that, he remained.

 

Was this it? Is Andrew forever hers? Would she keep him by the finger?

 

No. No chance would she ever try to let go and relax. Clearly, he stayed for some reason. Was it because he needed her for him to sleep? No… that wouldn't be reliable anymore…

 

What else is there? She scrambled her mind on what he could possibly stay?

 

Does he… love her? No no no no. That's off the table.

Perhaps not. … yet.

 

In fact, with so many ways out, what makes Andrew stay? What does he see in her that, even if she is knocked out cold, he remains.

Or rather, the question now remains, what is left of what he sees in her?

For the meantime, she will have to enjoy his company.

Even if it is just temporary.

 

One good look into the plastic bag, and she spotted a small pack of gummies.

 

A small smile crept to her lips. Maybe Andrew is within her fingertips. Small victories never tasted sweeter than that.

 

It's all in the matter of how she could make it last forever.